Sir Christopher Booth has had a distinguished career both as an academic physician/gastroenterologist and as an historian of medicine. Yet he has always been and remains a challenger of the medical establishment, as some essays in this collection make clear. The essay is not a common literary form at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Yet it has much to recommend it, including brevity and its informality of style. Above all an essay is primarily an expression of personality and, without doubt, Chris Booth\'s personality shines out from this book.

The collection opens with several remarkable historical pieces. They focus upon great men such as Herman Boerhaave, Samuel Johnson, J C Lettsom, the two Fothergills and Robert Willan. These are scholarly opinionated essays with the special insights of an author who is both a physician and an historian. However, the particular strengths of this collection lie in his personal reflections and interpretations, as he himself was a major player in the development of British academic medicine in the second half of the twentieth century. This includes his appointment as the Sir Arthur Sims Commonwealth Travelling Professor. So for Australians and New Zealanders his account of his visit to the Antipodes in 1968, is of special interest as it reveals that Booth has remarkable insights into the history of these nations. This, he expanded and developed during his trip. Furthermore, his lyricism, in his descriptions of the visit, are a delight. He describes "gum trees with their various coloured trunks, white, brown, salmon pink, many with bark peeling off them, shaggy like the hair of highland cattle". As he admits, he is fascinated by the history of Australia and this is transmitted to the reader by his style of writing, so easy to read.

His history of British gastroenterology highlights the roles of both personalities, for example, Sir Francis Avery Jones at the Central Middlesex Hospital, and institutions. In his view, a particular feature of the development of gastroenterology in Britain has been the role of district hospitals rather than "elitist teaching hospitals". Yet it is the march of technology in gastroenterology that has been such a feature of its modern development. Although quality clinical research undertaken by individuals such as Richard Doll are of key importance. He reminds us that Doll undertook the first randomized controlled clinical trial in gastroenterology in Britain, working with Avery Jones, following upon his own research work on lung cancer.

Elsewhere in an essay relating his conception of the Royal College of Physicians entering the modern world, he again refers to the work of Richard Doll in collaboration with Bradford Hill. This demonstrated the association of smoking and carcinoma of the lung. He relates how the then president "of the elitist college" Lord Brain, doubted very much whether the Royal College should give advice to the public about smoking. However, things changed radically with the election of Robert Platt as president, resulting ultimately in the publication in 1962 of *Smoking and health*, which Booth regards as "the most important contribution of the Royal College of Physicians during the 20^th^ century".

Booth describes "the extraordinary changes in man\'s technological development, deeply influenced by scientific discovery, that have affected man\'s health more than anything else", which have occurred during the twentieth century. He does not agree with any "fin de siècle ennui" expressing pessimism about further medical advance, finding it difficult to accept the views of authors such as James Le Fanu, who believe that the age of optimism for medicine ended with the twentieth century. He points to molecular biology, which offers many prospects of future advance following the sequencing of the human genome, and robustly believes that the pace of advance in medical science and technology will continue to accelerate.

He concludes, however, that the age of medical giants such as Boerhaave has gone and the future for the physician in the twenty-first century is a democratic one.
